Tourism Expert Recommendation and Review Panel
Meeting Minutes
Monday, February 1, 2016
4:00 p.m.
Present- Cheryl Armstrong, EMU Auxiliary Services; Brenda Black, Director of Tourism and Visitor Services; Cortney Carderlli, Valley Mall; Caitlin Boyer, Young Adult; Kristy Johnson, Family; Christopher Jones, Mayor of Harrisonburg; Matthew Little, Harrisonburg Parks and Recreation; Lisa Shull, Explore More Discovery Museum; Valerie Weaver, Ten Thousand Villages; Courtney Magner, Visitor Services Coordinator; Franita Coleman, Fairfield Inn and Suites; Valarie Ghant, Director of the Multi Cultural Dept; and Richard Smith, Hampton Inn University.
Mayor Jones thanked everyone for attending. Mayor Jones noted that during his time as mayor he wants to make a difference in tourism and support the tourism department. Mayor Jones stated this team has various stakeholders from a variety of areas within the community. Mayor Jones stated he would like this group of stakeholders to assist with the direction, with Brenda’s leadership, where we all want tourism to go and make marketing and branding recommendations of how to sell Harrisonburg. 
Each member present introduced themselves to the group.
Brenda Black introduced herself and explained the mission of Harrisonburg Tourism and Visitor Services. Each member received the mission information packet that explained not only the mission, but goals, visitor center, welcome packages, annual collateral materials, consumer outreach, marketing and branding, public relations, social media, film scouts, group tour opportunities, meeting conference special events, research and statistics, and trends and trails. Brenda Black explained that the visitor center can create welcome packages for event planners, residents, and special events. Brenda Black explained that reaching out to journalists is a big focus and does not cost us anything. Brenda Black noted that the Pressroom on our website VisitHarrisonburgVA.com is where everyone can review media hits and blogs by journalists. 
Mayor Jones asked the group the following questions: 
Does everyone know we have a visitor center? Do you send people to the visitor center?
The group responded to the first question with a yes, that they do know there is a visitor center. The group was mixed with yes and no for the second question. Brenda Black explained that the tourism department has two (2) full-time staff members other than her. Jessica Williams, PR and Marketing Specialist and Courtney Magner, Visitor Services Coordinator. Brenda Black noted that there are eight (8) part-time travel specialists and that the visitor center is open 9am-5pm, seven (7) days a week.  The group wondered what exactly goes in the welcome packages and if there are welcome to JMU and Welcome to Harrisonburg packages. Brenda Black explained that the packets are created with whatever the business or person requests. There are a variety of materials that can be assembled. For example, collateral materials (maps), visitor guides, basket of items, university information, events, etc. The group asked if JMU, EMU, and Valley Mall are included in the packages. Brenda Black stated yes and that information can be included if the person asks. Mayor Jones suggested considering having the welcome package available online possibly in a pdf. Brenda Black went on to say that the visitor guide is online, as well as map resources (VisitHarrisonburgVA.com). Brenda Black explained that the visitor guide this year is going to be more of an experience rather than a listing. Mayor Jones wanted to keep in mind printing costs and ways to be more ‘green’. Mayor Jones envisions a series of links in one place so it is user friendly (links to hotels, attractions, etc.). Franita Williams asked if there is a place to send staff members. Brenda Black recommended that new staff members visit the visitor center and one of the travel specialists will provide orientation and the orientation length varies. The group liked the idea of having a faculty and staff orientation. 
Matthew Little suggested a possible YouTube video orientation. Brenda Black liked the idea and mentioned that a new video 3-5minutes in length is in production called ‘Harrisonburg, VA’.   
Lisa Shull asked the question, how is Harrisonburg Tourism connected to realtors? Brenda Black said that she would like more of a connection and is open to suggestions. Realtors are the first point of entry and it’s something tourism could try. 
The group asked how many tour groups do we see a year? Brenda Black said maybe 50-100 depending. Group tour marketing and group tour place is expensive. Tourism receives the leads from Virginia Tourism. Brenda Black noted that it is all about building relationships and we need the man power. 
Mayor Jones asked the group if everyone knows that Harrisonburg has a golf course.
Richard Smith noted that the golf course is hard to work with and wants upfront sales making it difficult for lodging facilities to partner.
Matthew Little suggested creating a meeting about building relationships about that. 
Cheryl Armstrong raised a question about resources for international students as they are coming into Harrisonburg. Mayor Jones finds that as a need, but would like to pick it up online. Mayor Jones appreciated Cheryl for bringing it up and stated that he wants to address that. Brenda Black stated that the visitor center is a great resource to recommend to international students. Travel specialists can create an itinerary on the spot and also have access to translators to break the language barrier. 
There was a brief discussion regarding Massanutten Resort. They are an important resource and tourism has a good working relationship with Massanutten. Making progress. 
Mayor Jones asked the group if they see advertising campaigns for the city of Harrisonburg in various media outlets? Have you seen the effectiveness? 

The group responded with various answers. Valarie Ghant stated that she visited VisitHarrisonburgVA.com in 2002 and there have been remarkable improvements. Brenda Black stated that Jessica Williams also promotes our small businesses and highlights attractions on social media. Any local events, small or large, can be added to VisitHarrisonburgVA.com by sending the information to Coutney.Magner@harrisonburgva.gov. Brenda Black stated that there are partnering opportunities available. 
Mayor Jones asked the group if they see the advertising campaigns and how they find out about events in Harrisonburg?
The group responded by saying Facebook was one of the main ways they see advertising. Signage, grocery store flyers, and getting their information from a 3rd party source were others. The Activity Guide is another. Parks and Recreation is pushing more towards social media. It was noted that sometimes viewers do not see posts on social media which could be why people are not seeing advertisements. The idea was also brought up to distribute the Activity Guides at schools. Brenda Black mentioned that Harrisonburg has ads in publications like Southern Living, Virginia Wine Lovers, and a radio commercial on 550 AM and asked the group if they see those ads. There was little response to ads outside of the city. Tourism’s target market is not within the city limits.
At 5:00 p.m., Mayor Jones closed the meeting. The remaining questions from the agenda will be transferred to the next meeting next month. The next meeting will be more of a pre-answer one or two questions and then answer freely. Mayor Jones asked the members to think about what type of stakeholders are missing from the meeting that could benefit. A brewmaster and realtor were two suggestions. 



